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This report of the OECD Global Science Forum describes issues and options that deserve the attention of 
scientists and administrators in industrialised countries and in developing countries, as they seek to design, 
initiate and manage collaborative research programmes and projects that include both scienti� c and development 
goals. The report identi� es good practices and new ideas, and presents options for concrete actions, compiled 
during the course of the Global Science Forum project, which included a data-gathering and analysis phase, and 
culminated in a workshop held in Pretoria, South Africa, in September 2010.

Links between science policy and the mechanisms of development aid already exist in some countries. Of� cial 
Development Assistance (ODA) has traditionally been used mainly to provide technical assistance, but there 
are now new motivations and opportunities to support scienti� c collaboration for developmental goals, and to 
strengthen research capacity, especially in the developing countries. In recent years, a number of countries and 
private organisations have assigned a higher priority to global issues, have put more emphasis on collaborative 
research, and have moved beyond traditional technology transfer. In the industrialised countries, scientists 
and policy makers increasingly turn to countries in the developing world as desirable and even crucial partners 
who can provide a wide range of expertise, resources, and other bene� ts, from natural research sites to future 
commercial markets for high-technology products. Meanwhile, a growing number of developing countries are 
building and enhancing research capacity to create and utilize new knowledge that is essential for their economic 
growth, and for dealing with the local effects of global-scale problems in domains such as health, food production, 
or environmental protection. This OECD report is meant to facilitate international cooperation, to build con� dence 
and trust between scientists and administrators, and to enhance ownership of research results by all participants.
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The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) groups thirty-four Member 

countries committed to democratic government and the market economy.  It is a venue where governments 

can exchange and compare policy experiences, identify good practices and agree on decisions and action 

recommendations.  Dialogue, consensus, peer review and peer pressure are at the heart of the OECD’s 

procedures.  The Organisation’s mission is to help governments and society reap the full benefits of 

globalisation, while tackling the economic, social, environmental and governance challenges that 

accompany it.  A high priority is placed on anticipating emerging issues and identifying policies that work 

in actual practice.  In addition to the analysis and advice it provides on a vast range of economic issues, the 

OECD is one of the world’s largest and most reliable sources of comparable statistical, economic and social 

data.  OECD databases span areas as diverse as national accounts, economic indicators, trade, employment, 

migration, education, energy, and health.  The OECD produces internationally agreed instruments, 

decisions and recommendations in many areas, such as combating bribery in international business 

transactions, information and communications policy, taxation and environmental protection.  Non-member 

countries are invited to subscribe to these agreements and treaties.  Helping ensure development beyond the 

OECD’s membership has been part of the Organisation’s mission from the start.  The Organisation 

maintains active relationships with some 70 non-member economies, along with businesses, labour 

organisations, civil society and parliaments.  These stakeholders benefit from, and make valuable 

contributions to, the work of the OECD. 

The Global Science Forum (GSF) is a venue for consultations among senior science policy officials of the 

OECD member and observer countries on matters relating to fundamental scientific research.  The Forum’s 

activities produce findings and recommendations for actions by governments, international organisations, 

and the scientific community.  The GSF’s mandate was adopted by OECD science ministers in 1999, and 

has been extended until 2013.  The Forum serves its member delegations by exploring opportunities for 

new or enhanced international co-operation in selected scientific areas; by defining international 

frameworks for national or regional science policy decisions; and by addressing the scientific dimensions of 

issues of social concern.  

The Global Science Forum meets twice each year.  At these meetings, selected subsidiary activities are 

reviewed and approved, based on proposals from national governments.  The activities may take the form 

of studies, working groups, task forces, and workshops.  The normal duration of an activity is one or two 

years, and a public policy-level report is always issued.  The Forum’s reports are available at 

www.oecd.org/sti/gsf.  The GSF staff, who are international civil servants, are based at OECD headquarters 

in Paris, and can be contacted at gsforum@oecd.org. 

http://www.oecd.org/sti/gsf
mailto:gsforum@oecd.org
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1. Rationale and Background 

Rationale   Global issues (e.g., environmental protection, energy security, natural disaster mitigation, 

preventing and curing infectious diseases, ensuring food security) are increasingly the subject of 

policy-level deliberations, both nationally and internationally.  It is recognised that international 

cooperation in science and technology is needed to deal with these issues.  Cooperation between 

developed countries (or, industrialised countries; in this report, the abbreviation “IC” is used) and 

developing countries (DC)
1
 is of special importance, because DCs are often the ones most severely 

affected by global threats, and because they possess much of the expertise, data and resources that are 

needed for finding effective solutions.   

This OECD report describes issues and options that deserve the attention of scientists and 

administrators in ICs and in DCs, as they seek to design, initiate and manage collaborative research 

programmes and projects that include both scientific and development goals.  Links between science 

policy and the mechanisms of development aid (such as those of Official Development Assistance 

(ODA)) already exist in some countries.  ODA has traditionally been used mainly to provide technical 

assistance, but there are now new motivations and opportunities to support scientific collaboration for 

developmental goals, and to strengthen research capacity, especially in DCs.  In recent years, a 

number of countries and private organisations have assigned a higher priority to global issues, have 

put more emphasis on collaborative research, and have moved beyond traditional technology transfer.  

In the ICs, scientists and policy makers increasingly turn towards DCs as desirable and even crucial 

partners who can provide a wide range of expertise, resources and other benefits, from natural 

research sites to future commercial markets for high-technology products.  Some ICs are identifying 

ways to organize projects that encourage the full participation of researchers from the DCs where field 

research is to take place.  Meanwhile, a growing number of DCs are actively building and enhancing 

research capacity to create and utilize the new knowledge that is essential for their economic growth, 

and for addressing the local manifestations of global-scale problems.   

Recognising the importance of the above trends, and seeking to maximise the benefits of cooperation 

through linking science policy and development goals, the OECD Global Science Forum launched an 

activity on “Opportunities, Challenges and Good Practices in International Research Cooperation 

between Developed and Developing Countries”.    

The activity focused primarily (but not exclusively) on cooperative research programmes and projects 

that: 

 Combine elements of ODA (targeted at “global issues” such as the UN Millennium 

Development Goals) with scientific research aimed at discovering new knowledge; and   

 Are intended to be true partnerships between ICs and DCs, involving significant sharing of 

responsibilities, activities, resources and outcomes. 

This report identifies good practices and new ideas, and presents options for concrete actions, 

accumulated during the course of the GSF activity.  The primary audience are research programme 

designers and organisers (chiefly, officials of governmental funding agencies, science councils, plus 

staff of private entities such as charitable foundations) who are contemplating new cooperative 

ventures or are seeking to improve existing efforts.    

Background   This GSF activity was first introduced by the Delegation of Japan at the 19th meeting 

of the GSF in October 2008.  A Scoping Group was formed with representatives designated by seven 

countries.  Based on the deliberations of the Scoping Group, a revised formal proposal was submitted 

to the 20th GSF meeting in April 2009 by the Delegation of Japan.  Members of an International 

Experts Group nominated by twelve delegations oversaw the work, which included a call for data 

                                                      
1
  For the purposes of this report, “developing countries” are those enumerated in the OECD Development 

Assistance Committee (DAC) list of ODA recipients:  http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/62/48/41655745.pdf. 
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about past or ongoing programmes and projects, plus a series of personal interviews conducted by 

staff of the Japan Science and Technology Agency (JST) and the OECD Secretariat.
2
 

Subsequently, a workshop was held on September 20-21, 2010, in Pretoria, South Africa, co-hosted 

by JST, the Department of Science and Technology (DST) of South Africa and OECD.  Sixty experts 

from both ICs and DCs participated in the workshop discussions to further extract and elaborate the 

issues and options.
3
   

This report is a distillation of information and analyses that emerged throughout the various phases of 

the activity.  It is an empirical exercise that does not claim to be an academically exhaustive study of 

the entire field.  In Sections 2, 3 and 4 of this report, issues and options are presented, covering the 

major aspects of collaborative research, notably: 

 Achieving an optimal balance between the imperatives of research (bottom-up initiatives, peer 

review, etc.) with top-down strategic development priorities; 

 Developing human capabilities, national science and technology capacity, and expertise in 

science policy; 

 Promoting co-ownership of the outcomes; applying and transferring results of joint research to 

local communities or industries in both ICs and DCs and to society in general; 

 Evaluating the outcomes using appropriate methodologies and indicators; 

 Coordinating and harmonising programmes and projects among ICs and DCs. 

Readers of this report are asked to keep in mind that the document is not intended to provide a set of 

prescriptive guidelines or instructions on how to carry out collaborative research involving ICs and 

DCs.  The techniques and solutions that are mentioned may or may not be applicable to any particular 

project or programme.  The main goal of the OECD activity was to assemble important principles, 

issues, options and potential pitfalls in one short, policy-level text. 

2. Balance in Research Cooperation 

There is not, nor should there be, a universal recipe for designing and conducting research 

collaborations.  Each situation is, to some extent, unique, and must be treated as such.  Nonetheless, a 

variety of generic descriptive parameters can be used to characterise collaborative programmes and 

projects, such that intelligent choices must be made regarding their optimal value on a case-by-case 

basis.  This process of optimisation can be viewed as a search for balance between various relevant 

requirements, not all of which can be maximised at the same time.  For the OECD activity three areas 

emerged in which such balance must be sought. 

2.1. Scientific Achievement and Development Impact 

For research projects of the type covered in this report, it is important to balance the emphasis placed 

on the various categories of desired outcomes, especially during the early stages (soliciting, assessing 

and selecting project proposals), but also in the final stages (retrospective evaluation).  In the broadest 

terms, the categories are: 

1. The scientific results: their quality and significance in advancing knowledge.  Typically, 

these can be assessed using well-known, proven techniques and indicators, such as peer 

review (for proposal selection) and publication impact scores (for retrospective evaluation); 

2. Development impacts, which may require time and additional actions by stakeholders (non-

scientists) to become apparent;  

                                                      
2
 See Appendix for lists of members of the Scoping Group, the Experts Group, the reviewed programmes and 

the interviewees. 

3
 See Appendix for the workshop agenda and the list of participants.  
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3. Strengthened scientific/non-scientific capacity, which results in an enhanced capability to 

conduct high-quality research, including multinational research, and to achieve development 

goals in the future (see details in section 3). 

In retrospective evaluation, extra caution is required in assessing development impacts and 

strengthened capacity (items 2 and 3 above).  The outcomes of research often take years to make 

themselves evident in terms of measurable changes in longevity, health, income or environmental 

quality.  Although good evaluation is necessary to improve a project and to link its results to further 

activities, evaluation through impact measurement is not easy.  In some cases, impact measurements 

are difficult due to a lack of baseline data regarding the situation before the research begins.  

Obtaining this data may simply be too costly and time-consuming. 

2.2. Inputs and Contributions from the Research Partners 

Ideally, cooperation between researchers and institutions from ICs and DCs should be a true 

partnership, with a balanced bi-directional flow of resources, efforts and benefits, resulting in lasting 

positive outcomes.  In reality, the contributions from the various partners are usually perceived as 

unequal.  In the preparations for the Pretoria workshop, the term “asymmetry” was used to describe 

this perceived inequality, and one of the goals of the event was to identify ways in which its negative 

effects could be minimised.  However, discussions at the workshop revealed that this perception does 

not accurately reflect what actually happens when researchers from ICs and DCs work together.  

Rather, these collaborations bring together partners with distinct and complementary strengths
4
.  This 

finding challenges all stakeholders to develop ways of identifying the contributions in documents, 

reports, and evaluations of programmes and projects.  

It was noted in the workshop that to balance inputs and contributions among partners, and to increase 

co-ownership, it is desirable to compile, during the early phases of a scientific collaboration, an 

explicit inventory of the contributions that the partners expect to bring to the joint effort.  Such an 

inventory should include all relevant factors, going beyond those that are most commonly recognised 

(those being financial and in-kind contributions, plus the professional academic standing of the 

investigators and of their home institutions).  Among these additional contributions by DCs can be 

living and non-living resources
5
 and the pertinent local information.  Accessing these resources can be 

a challenging undertaking, requiring much specialised knowledge, personal contacts, and a particular 

sensitivity to local conditions. 

2.3. Top-Down and Bottom-Up Approaches  

During the design of collaborative research programmes and projects, a key issue is the extent and 

level to which the governmental authorities in DCs should be involved in the various phases of the 

project.  Naturally, there will be legal and statutory requirements (e.g., those relating to entry visas or 

to customs duties) that must be satisfied but, going beyond these, there will be a considerable degree 

of choice as to when and how to involve the national authorities.  Accordingly, the programme 

designers will want to consider the potential positive and negative aspects of various options and 

strategies. 

A science-related activity that is characterised by the extensive involvement of central governmental 

authorities is sometimes referred to as being “top-down”, as opposed to being a so-called “bottom-up” 

project in which the initiatives, discussions, decisions and actions take place chiefly among the 

scientists themselves (aided, perhaps, by the administrators of the research institutions that are most 

directly involved in the research).  In real-life situations, some mixture of the two approaches is likely 

                                                      
4
 The Swiss Commission for Research Partnership with Developing Countries (KFPE) is currently revising its 

Guidelines for Research in Partnership with Developing Countries (1998) to better bring out the 

complimentary strengths between ICs and DCs and to include the perspective of researchers and research 

institutions from developing countries.  An international consultation is planned for the first half of 2011. 

5
 In the Pretoria workshop, a discussant referred to Africa as a “free laboratory” for research in fields such as 

biodiversity. 




